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1
SENSOR MODULE WITH DUAL OPTICAL
SENSORS FOR A CAMERA

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a sensor and sensor system
for a camera, particularly but not exclusively, a camera sys-
tem capable of producing good quality images at relatively
low light levels.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The design and the miniaturization of cameras continue to
present many issues. For example, the ability of a system to
provide good images at low light levels has been sought for
many years.

U.S. Pat. No. 3,971,065 discloses a color imaging array
having a single sensor. The patent discloses a RGGB filter
over the pixel. This provides high luminance resolution and
also good sensitivity. However, using this technique, more
light reaches the white pixel (as compared with the RGB
pixels), which means that the RGB pixels are underexposed
and thus suffer from noise issues.

U.S.Pat.No. 7,199,348 discloses an apparatus for multiple
camera devices and method of operating the same, which
discloses using separate sensors at different wavelengths and
different integration times. There is no teaching of how the
sensors can be aligned or how multiple sensors can be used to
assist in low light conditions.

A technique known as white light illumination has a stan-
dard color image sensor and white light illumination such as
a flash or LED. A flash is power efficient but not suitable for
video applications, and white light is not very efficient for
portable applications were energy storage is critical. In addi-
tion, bright light can prove a distraction to the subject thereby
making filming unpleasant.

A thicker epitaxial Silicon layer is known to alter the
absorption depth of light in Silicon in a wavelength dependant
manner, with longer wavelengths penetrating deeper into the
Silicon. This can be used to adapt a device for different
wavelengths but has certain disadvantages associated there-
with.

While the prior art addresses some issues, a camera module
which can adequately deal with low light levels is still needed.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides a method and system as set
out in the accompanying claims. According to one aspect,
there is a sensor module having first and second sensor arrays
formed on a substrate, with the first and second and second
sensor arrays being adapted to share common read out cir-
cuitry and shared read out for a pair of sensors on a single
array.

This enables the production of the dual or multiple sensor
on a single substrate. In addition, a dual lens assembly can be
formed on the single substrate for use in a camera module.
The combination of the dual multiple sensor and dual lens
effectively forms a dual or multiple camera assembly.
Throughout the specification reference is made to dual,
although it will be appreciated multiple assemblies may be
used instead. The dual sensor can have one sensor responsive
to IR radiation, therefore enabling a camera which is capable
of responding well in low light conditions as some of the
radiation depended upon is in a different domain from the
visual. The output from the dual assemblies is combined to
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2

form an overall image based on sensors responsive to more
than one different optical condition.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Reference will now be made, by way of example, to the
accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a diagram of a sensor with two image arrays, in
accordance with an embodiment of the invention,

FIG. 2 is a diagram of a sensor with two image arrays
sharing a common axis, in accordance with an embodiment of
the invention,

FIG. 3 is a diagram of a plan view of an optical assembly
module, in accordance with an embodiment of the invention,

FIG. 4 is a diagram of a cross-section of the optical assem-
bly module, in accordance with an embodiment of the inven-
tion,

FIG. 5 is a diagram of two image arrays sharing common
readout electronics, in accordance with an embodiment of'the
invention,

FIG. 6 is a diagram of a frame interleaved readout, in
accordance with an embodiment of the invention,

FIG. 7 is a diagram of a row interleaved readout, in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the invention,

FIG. 8 is a diagram of a plan view of a sensor wafer, in
accordance with an embodiment of the invention,

FIG. 9 is a diagram of a plan view of a lens wafer, in
accordance with an embodiment of the invention,

FIG. 10 is a diagram of a plan view of an aligned sensor
wafer and lens wafer assembly, in accordance with an
embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The present invention relates to a sensor wafer and a lens
wafer formed in conjunction to provide a camera system
providing good images at low light levels. This is in contrast
with the manner in which lenses were produced in the past; by
moulding individual lens elements, assembling them in a
barrel and then mounting each barrel on a sensor. Typically
sensors are produced at a wafer level where thousands of
individual dies are fabricated on a wafer and then cut into
pieces. The present invention takes advantage of manufactur-
ing sensors and wafers in a similar way and in conjunction.

As mentioned above, lens manufacture is being transferred
to wafer level production with a number of lenses moulded at
the same time on a single substrate. It is also possible with this
multilayer process to form a barrel in the substrate, if desired.
It should be noted that the terms “optical”, “luminescence”
and “light” are intended to cover other wavelength ranges in
the spectrum and are not limited to the visual spectrum.

FIG. 1 shows a sensor 100 with two image arrays 102 and
104. Image array 102 is a high resolution sensor array includ-
ing a color filter, such as a Bayer pattern for example. The
high resolution sensor has between 2 and 8 Mpixels. Image
array 104 is of low resolution such as a video graphics array
(VGA) and may not include color filtering. By including two
image arrays it is possible for each to be responsive to light or
radiation in different manners. For example, one array may be
IR sensitive and the other visual lightsensitive. Then, if the
visual light level is low, the IR array may make a greater
contribution to the overall image. The outputs from both
image arrays may be combined to compensate for low light
levels. Different arrays may be sensitive to different forms of
radiation. Different numbers of arrays may be employed in
certain circumstances.
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FIG. 2 shows a second embodiment of a sensor 200 includ-
ing two image arrays 202 and 204. In this example the image
arrays have a common axis and are separated by a known
distance D. This distance D is also shown in FIG. 3 as the
distance between the two optical centers of the lens assembly
300. The two lenses 302 and 304 are also shown in F1IG. 3. The
relative position of the image arrays and their lenses on their
respective wafers will be predetermined in order to ensure the
functionality of the subsequent process and to simplify sub-
sequent alignment.

Referring now to FIG. 4, a cross-sectional view of the
optical assembly 300 is shown in more detail. This optical
assembly includes a high resolution color sensor 400 and a
low resolution sensor with no color 402 on a first substrate
404. Each sensor is made up of pixels 401 and 403 respec-
tively. The lower resolution sensor has a deeper junction to
enable this sensor to respond to different wavelengths. The
deeper junction is suitable for detection of longer wave-
lengths, e.g. Red and IR. These photons have less energy and
can penetrate more deeply into the silicon before generating
electron-hole pairs. The high resolution sensor 400 includes a
filter 420 such as a Bayer filter. A Bayer filter has pixels as
follows from a top view:

RGRGRGete.
GBGBGBetc.
RGRGRGete.
GBGBGBetc.

where R stands for red, G for green and B for blue. In FIG.
4 the cross-section has cut through an R GR G R G line ofthe
Bayer matrix. Sensors 400 and 402 each include respective
micro lenses. These micro lenses focus light onto the photo-
sensitive part of each underlying pixel.

Two separate lenses or lens assemblies 406 and 408 are
supported on a second substrate 410. The assembly may
further include a cavity 412, which may be gas filled with air
ornitrogen, for example. In one embodiment, an infrared stop
filter 414 is included in the optical high resolution color
sensor. Filter 414 is shown on the underside of the lens assem-
bly but may equally well be placed at any other location in the
optical path. For example, on the top side of the lens assem-
bly; onthe surface of the or each micro lens (not shown); or on
the primary lens 406. In an alternative embodiment, one or
more of the lenses or lens elements may be fabricated from a
material that blocks infrared light. If sensors of sensitivities
other than IR are being used, the IR stop filter or equivalent
may be changed appropriately.

The lenses 406 and 408 may each include a single optical
surface or a compound lens. FIG. 4 shows a single optical
surface for ease of drawing. Each lens or lens assembly also
includes an aperture stop 416 and 418 respectively. Again,
these can be in any appropriate location through the optical
path of each lens and sensor assembly and in this instance are
shown on the upper surface of substrate 404. In addition, a
“phase plate” 419 may be incorporated into the structure. A
“phase plate” 419 is a computer generated holographic struc-
ture which is used to enhance the depth of field of the system.
The optical axes of both lenses may be aligned with the
optical center of the image. However, this may only provide
alignment for a far away object. Accordingly, the optical axis
of the high resolution lens may be aligned with the center of
the image and the optical axis of the low resolution lens is
shifted, such that an object at 1 m to 2 m from the camera will
produce correct alignment of the two images. Clearly,
depending on the particular use of the camera and the lens
assembly, many variations of the optical axes may be foreseen
along with variations of position and relative position of all of
the constituent parts.
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The resultant sensor and lens assembly each contribute a
camera assembly. Each camera assembly is adapted for use in
different conditions, for example different wavelengths, dif-
ferent resolutions, different luminescence, etc.

Referring to FIG. 5, areadout circuit will now be described.
It is possible to have two separate and independent imaging
systems on a single die, each with its own readout structure.
However, FIG. 5 shows two separate and independent imag-
ing systems 500 and 502 on a single die that are arranged so
that a single readout structure can be shared between the two
arrays. A readout structure includes sample and hold circuits;
amplifiers; analog to digital converters; etc. In the diagram,
the y-direction readout circuits 504 and 506 are shown as
separate readout circuits for each imaging system. However a
different alignment of the imaging systems 500 and 502 could
be implemented to provide for a shared y-direction readout
circuit. In the x-direction, each column is shown with an
analog to digital converter 510, each feeding into an x-direc-
tion readout circuit 508. In order to optimize the layout and
the sharing of common readout circuits, it is desirable for the
two sensors to have the same pixel pitch or in integral multiple
thereof. For example, array 500 may have a pixel pitch of 1.75
p, while array 502 may have a pixel pitch of 1.75 p or 3.5 p.
Clearly other pitches may be used as long as the desired
relationship is met.

When designing the layout for the arrays 500 and 502 a
consideration is made in relation to the efficiency of use of the
die area and the coaxial alignment of the two arrays. Where
cost is a dominant factor, efficient use of the die area may well
take precedence over the coaxial alignment of the arrays. The
coaxial alignment of the arrays may have advantages with
respect to registration of the optical path and processing of the
image. The array 500 and 502 may be adapted to different
wavelength sensitivities. For example, array 502 may include
photodiodes which are optimized for IR sensitivity. This may
be achieved by having a deeper epitaxial layer than the pri-
mary array and/or by having a deeper junction to collect the
photogenerated charge carriers. Other combinations of wave-
length sensitivity may be used for different arrays depending
on the requirements of the system in question.

The output from the readout circuits can then be read out in
a number of different ways. It is possible to frame interleave
the readout by means or circuitry for reading out one image
array in its entirety and then subsequently reading out the
second image array in its entirety. This is shown in FIG. 6. A
more desirable method includes row interleave, where the
readout of one line from one array is processed followed by
the readout from a line of the second array. This is shown in
FIG. 7. Row interleave means that the images are more
readily time synchronized and thus temporal artifacts tend to
be minimized.

In operation, during low light levels, an IR LED source
may be utilized to illuminate the scene during filming or
photography. The output from the high resolution sensor may
be output at a high resolution. However, it is preferred to
reduce the resolution of the high resolution sensor to substan-
tially match that of the low resolution sensor. This can be
achieved by techniques such as analog binning or by process-
ing in the digital domain. Noise filtering algorithms such as a
median filter or sigma filter may also be applied to the data
from the high resolution sensor. This is helpful as the high
resolution sensor tends to be noisier due to the presence ofthe
color filter. The color filters absorb most light of a specific
color. For example, a blue filter absorbs most of the blue
photons. As aresult, the pixel receives less light overall which
means the signal to noise ratio is degraded. The human visual
system is generally less sensitive to color noise and the noise
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in an image having a high spatial frequency, such as edge
noise, than other noise. The various techniques mentioned
above give rise to a combination of a readout from the low
resolution monochrome sensor (which has good SNR and
provides the lower spatial content) with a readout from the
higher resolution sensor which results in an image system
capable of operating in low light condition and which pro-
duces a pleasing image to the observer.

Referring now to FIG. 8, the wafer level assembly is
shown. The sensor wafer 800 includes a number of dual
sensors 802 each including a sensor 804 and a sensor 806
similar to those shown in FIG. 4. The wafer also includes at
least three, but preferably more alignment marks 808. These
alignment marks are ideally positioned as far apart from one
another as possible.

FIG. 9 shows the plan view of the lens wafer assembly 900.
The lens wafer 900 includes a number of dual lens assemblies
902, each including two lenses 904 and 906 similar to those in
FIG. 4. Alignment marks 908 are also shown. As previously
stated, the optical centers of the lenses are the same distance
as the optical centers of the sensors. In addition, the pitch and
placement of each lens assembly 902 corresponds to an
equivalent dual sensor 802. In addition, the alignment marks
on the lens assembly should be equivalent to those on the
sensor wafer. These various alignments are accomplished
using modern photographic methods and tools and enable
correct alignment of the two wafers.

Once both the lens wafer 900 and sensor wafer 800 have
been manufactured, these two wafers may then be aligned for
the next stage of production. This is achieved by using an
active alignment system, such as a video camera equipped
with a microscopic objective lens which monitors the align-
ment between the sensor wafer and the lens wafer and adjusts
their relative position until an optimal alignment is achieved.
Once the system is optimally aligned, the lens wafer and the
sensor may be bonded together. This can be achieved in
various different ways. For example, one surface may be
coated with an epoxy resin before assembly and once aligned
the epoxy resin is secured using, for example, ultraviolet
(UV) light. It is not always necessary to cure the whole
assembly at this stage as local curing of the epoxy will hold
the alignment in place while the final assembly is cured, for
example in an oven.

FIG. 10 shows the final assembly with the lens wafer and
the sensor wafer superimposed one over the other thereby
forming camera assemblies 1000 and 1002. Once the final
assembly has been made, the individual assemblies can be
separated from one another by normal techniques such as
sawing or cutting and then incorporated into a camera mod-
ule.

The readout circuits may be part of the lens wafer or the
sensor wafer or may be applied after the assemblies are com-
pleted. The combination of sensors, lenses and readout cir-
cuitry manufactured in this way produces a camera adapted
for low light levels which is formed on a single substrate.

The sensor or camera module is suitable for use in any
appropriate device including, for example, a computer or
communications device, a mobile telephone or a camera.

That which is claimed:

1. A sensor module comprising:

a first integrated circuit die substrate;

a second substrate on the first integrated circuit die sub-

strate and forming a cavity therebetween;

first and second sensor arrays formed on the first integrated

circuit die substrate and enclosed by the cavity, each
sensor array having a plurality of pixels and an optical
axis, with the cavity being shared by said first and second
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sensor arrays, and with said first sensor array configured
for use in an infrared (IR) light condition and with said
second sensor array configured for use in a visual light
condition, wherein the first sensor array has a deeper
junction depth in the first integrated circuit die substrate
than a junction depth of the second sensor array to detect
IR wavelengths and each sensor array including a plu-
rality of microlenses, wherein a microlens is arranged to
a specific pixel to focus light onto the respective pixel;

first and second optical lenses, each having an optical axis
and cooperating with respective first and second sensor
arrays to form first and second camera assemblies,
wherein the optical axis of the first optical lens is offset
from the optical axis of the first sensor array and the first
optical lens is smaller in diameter than the second opti-
cal lens; and

common readout circuitry coupled to said first and second

sensor arrays for combining outputs from said first and
second sensor arrays to compensate for different light
conditions.

2. The sensor module of claim 1, wherein said first and
second sensor arrays have parallel optical axes.

3. The sensor module of claim 1, wherein the optical axis of
said second sensor array is aligned with the optical axis of
said second optical lens.

4. The sensor module of claim 1, wherein said first camera
assembly has a different resolution than said second camera
assembly.

5. The sensor module of claim 1, wherein said second
sensor array includes a color filter.

6. The sensor module of claim 1, wherein said first and
second sensor arrays have first and second pixel pitches,
respectively, the first pixel pitch being equal to the second
pixel pitch.

7. The sensor module of claim 1, wherein said first and
second sensor arrays have first and second pixel pitches,
respectively, the first pixel pitch being a multiple of the sec-
ond pixel pitch.

8. The sensor module of claim 1, wherein the common
readout circuitry is formed on the first integrated circuit die
substrate.

9. A sensor module comprising:

a first integrated circuit die substrate;

a second substrate on the first integrated circuit die sub-

strate and forming a cavity therebetween;

first and second sensor arrays formed on the first integrated

circuit die substrate and enclosed by the cavity and hav-
ing parallel optical axes and each having a plurality of
pixels, with the cavity being shared by said first and
second sensor arrays, and said first sensor array being
configured for use in infrared (IR) light conditions and
said second sensor array being configured for use in
visual light conditions, wherein the first sensor array has
a deeper junction depth in the first integrated circuit die
substrate than a junction depth of the second sensor
array to detect IR wavelengths and each sensor array
including a plurality of microlenses, wherein a micro-
lens is arranged to a specific pixel to focus light onto the
respective pixel;

first and second optical lenses, each having an optical axis

and cooperating with first and second sensor arrays to
form first and second camera assemblies, wherein the
optical axis of the first optical lens is offset from the
optical axis of the first sensor array and the first optical
lens is smaller in diameter than the second optical lens;
and
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common readout circuitry coupled to said first and second
sensor arrays for combining outputs from said first and
second sensor arrays to compensate for the different
light conditions.
10. The sensor module of claim 9, wherein the optical axis
of'said second sensor array is aligned with the optical axis of
said second optical lens.
11. The sensor module of claim 9, wherein said first camera
assembly has a different resolution than said second camera
assembly.
12. The sensor module of claim 9, wherein said second
sensor array includes a color filter.
13. The sensor module of claim 9, wherein the common
readout circuitry is formed on the first integrated circuit die
substrate.
14. A method of making a sensor module comprising:
forming first and second sensor arrays on a first integrated
circuit die substrate, each sensor array having a plurality
of pixels and an optical axis, with the first sensor array
configured for use in an infrared (IR) light condition and
with the second sensor array configured for use in a
visual light condition, wherein the first sensor array has
a deeper junction depth in the first integrated circuit die
substrate than a junction depth of the second sensor
array to detect IR wavelengths and each sensor array
including a plurality of microlenses, wherein a micro-
lens is arranged to a specific pixel to focus light onto the
respective pixel;
coupling a second substrate on the first integrated circuit
die substrate to form a cavity therebetween so as to
enclose the first and second sensor arrays, with the cav-
ity being shared by the first and second sensor arrays;

forming first and second optical lenses, each having an
optical axis and cooperating with first and second sensor
arrays to form first and second camera assemblies,
wherein the optical axis of the first optical lens is offset
from the optical axis of the first sensor array and the first
optical lens is smaller in diameter than the second opti-
cal lens; and

coupling common readout circuitry to the first and second

sensor arrays for combining outputs from the first and
second sensor arrays to compensate for different light
conditions.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the first and second
sensor arrays have parallel optical axes.

16. The method of claim 14, wherein the optical axis of said
second sensor array is aligned with the optical axis of said
second optical lens.

17. A method of manufacturing a camera module compris-
ing:

forming a plurality of dual optical sensors on a first wafer,

with the dual optical sensors each comprising a first
sensor array configured for use in an infrared (IR) light
condition and a second sensor array configured foruse in
a visual light condition, each sensor array having a plu-
rality of pixels and an optical axis, wherein the first
sensor array is formed to have a deeper junction depth in
the first wafer than the junction depth of the second
sensor array to detect IR wavelengths and each sensor
array including a plurality of microlenses, wherein a
microlens is arranged to a specific pixel to focus light
onto the respective pixel; and

forming a plurality of dual optical assemblies on a second

wafer, each dual optical assembly comprising first and
second optical lenses, each having an optical axis and
the first optical lens is smaller in diameter than the sec-
ond optical lens;
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aligning the first and second wafers such that an optical
axis at each first optical lens is offset from the optical
axis of the first sensor array, respectively;

bonding the first and second wafers to thereby form a
plurality of camera assemblies so that the dual optical
sensors are enclosed by a cavity, with the cavity being
shared by the first and second sensor arrays; and

separating the plurality of dual camera assemblies.

18. A camera module comprising:

a sensor module comprising

a first integrated circuit die substrate,

first and second sensor arrays on the first integrated
circuit die substrate, each sensor array having a plu-
rality of pixels and an optical axis, with said first
sensor array configured for use in an infrared (IR)
light condition and with said second sensor array con-
figured for use in a visual light condition, wherein the
first sensor array has a deeper junction depth in the
first integrated circuit die substrate than a junction
depth of the second sensor array to detect IR wave-
lengths and each sensor array including a plurality of
microlenses, wherein a microlens is arranged to a
specific pixel to focus light onto the respective pixel,

a second substrate on the first integrated circuit die sub-
strate and forming a cavity therebetween so as to
enclose the first and second sensor arrays, with the
cavity being shared by said first and second sensor
arrays,

common readout circuitry coupled to said first and sec-
ond sensor arrays for combining outputs from said
first and second sensor arrays to compensate for dif-
ferent light conditions; and

first and second optical lenses, each having an optical axis,
and cooperating with first and second sensor arrays to
form first and second camera assemblies, wherein the
optical axis of the first optical lens is offset from the
optical axis of the first sensor array and the first optical
lens is smaller in diameter than the second optical lens.

19. A device comprising:

a camera module comprising a sensor module comprising

a first integrated circuit die substrate,
first and second sensor arrays formed on the first

integrated circuit die substrate, each sensor array
having a plurality of pixels and an optical axis, with
said first sensor array being configured foruse in an
infrared (IR) light condition and with said second
sensor array being configured for use in a visual
light condition, wherein the first sensor array has a
deeper junction depth in the first integrated circuit
die substrate than a junction depth of the second
sensor array to detect IR wavelengths and each
sensor array including a plurality of microlenses,
wherein a microlens is arranged to a specific pixel
to focus light onto the respective pixel,

a second substrate on the first integrated circuit die sub-
strate and forming a cavity therebetween so as to
enclose the first and second sensor arrays, with the
cavity being shared by said first and second sensor
arrays,

common readout circuitry coupled to said first and sec-
ond sensor arrays for combining outputs from said
first and second sensor arrays to compensate for dif-
ferent light conditions; and

first and second optical lenses, each having an optical axis,
and cooperating with first and second sensor arrays to
form first and second camera assemblies, wherein the
optical axis of the first optical lens is offset from the
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optical axis of the first sensor array and the first optical
lens is smaller in diameter than the second optical lens.
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